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Although many individuals with autism are able to demonstrate skills that are c'hmclly related to literacy,
they are often seen as “too nogumvely impaired” or “not ready for” instruction in this important area.
This article provides suggestions for strategies that can be used to promote I;tcracy Ieamning across the
five stages of word reading development described by Ehri. Examples of the experiences of people with -
autism who have become successful readers are included to illustrate the importance of promoting lit- -
. eracy development for all learners. Key words: augmmanve and alternative communication, autism,
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“Why is Stanley sitting over there stacking blocks in-
stead of listening to the story?” I asked. This was my
second visit.to Stanley’s kindergarten, and I was still
trying to understand the classroom expectations and
rules. “Oh, he can’t sit still during story time and he
doesn’t seem o understand the stories, anyway,™ his

teacher replied. “We decided he would benefit more

from one-on-one instruction to improve his fire mo-
tor skills.” “But I just saw him yesterday looking at a
book about fire trucks for more than 10 minutes at re-
cess. He seemed really interested in that,” I countered.
“Oh, well, yes, he has this thing about truck books, but
all he really does is ‘stim’ on the pictures. We try to
discourage him from that,” she explained, “He’s not
really a reader.” .

Stanley has a problem. His problem is not the
fact that he has been labeled as having autism,
nor is it the fact that he bas not yet developed
more than 10 words of speech. His problem is
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not even that he can’t yet read or write. Stanley’s
problem is much ‘more fundamental—it is that
his integest in truck books is seen as “stimming”
and is discounted because he’s “not...a reader.”
Because, even at the tender age of 6, Stanley is
not expected to leam to read, write, spell, or be-
come otherwise literate, he probably will not.

THE READINESS MODEL OF LITERACY
INSTRUCTION

Unfortunately, Stanley’s story is not unusual.
Despite the fact that many individuals with
autism are able to demonstrate skills that are
directly related to literacy such as print-aware-
ness and the ability to recognize: common sight
words, they are often seen as “too cognit.ivcly
impaired” or “not ready for” instruction in this
important area. At least in part, this is due to the
fact that outdated theories and research: regard-
ing literacy dévelopment in typical populations
have guided litéracy: instructional. practices for
individuals with-autism for many.years.:The
“readiness model" ‘of: literacy :instruction‘had
a:great-impact ‘on-the nature: ‘of ;instruction
provided;to esea!'_students :who often-have:
difficulty-acquiring the numerdus:prereqiisite
skills deé¢med. esscntlal for literacy dcvelop-

' 2‘?1




272

m spcnd oons;daablc

“instructional timé" uymg tomastcr phonics, the

ability to recognize letter-sound relationships,
which is considered by some to be an essential
prcrcqms:tc skill for rcadmg However, the

decontextualized nature of traditional phonics

- instruction makes it almost impossible for many
of them to demonstrate mastery of the subskills
in this area. Students without functional speech
‘who require augmentative and alternative com-
munication (AAC) are at especially high risk
for failure in readiness- based literacy programs
because of the-supposition that reading is im-
possible in the absence of the ability to sound
out words phonetically. For them, the readiness
approach to literacy instruction “only serves to
highlight [their] disabilities and emphasize dif-
ferences in each student’s performance from
that of the mainstream population™ (Ryndak,
Morrison, & Sommerstein, 1999, p. 5). Those
who prove themselves to be unable to master the
“necessary” prerequisite skills are thus consid-
ered ineligible for further literacy instruction.

Hyperlexia

At the other.end of the “prerequisite contin-
uum” are students with autism and hyperlexia.
Specific characteristics of hyperlexia include:
(1) word reading skills that exceed what would
be predicted or expected, based on their cogni-
tive and language scores on standardized tests;
(2) compulsive or indiscriminate reading of
words; (3) onset of these abilities when the child
is 2-5 years old; (4) onset of these abilities in the
absence of direct instruction; and (5) a discrep-
ancy between reading comprehension and word
reading abilities (Cobrinik, 1974; Silberberg &
Silberberg, 1967). Implicit in this definition is
that hyperlexia only occurs in individuals who
can speak, because, without speech, it would be

“virtuallyimpossible to know that a person has
word reading skills that meet the criteria. Stu-
dents'with hyperlexia usually excel in traditional
phonics instruction because the ability to decode
is linked to visual-spatial skills, the application
of phonological rules; and the detection of pat-
terns in words (Cunningham, 1992)—all: of
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potcnhal ‘readers’ bemusc their unusual decod-
ing abilities are seen as mere “splinter skills”

that have no real merit. However, rescan:h evi-
dence suggests that the comprchcnslon dcﬁcn in

‘hypcrlcx:a stems from & problem with’ general
“receptive languagc oonlprchcnsmn rather than
from a problem with reading comprehension
per se. Thus, in terms of reading, childrer with
‘autism and hyperlexia may not be dramatically
different from their peers without disabilities.
All readers require background knowledge and
general language understanding to comprehend
text. Even the very best readers encounter texts
that can be decoded but not comprehended be-
cause of the complexity or unfamiliarity of the
topic. Thus students with autism and hyperlexia
should not be viewed as incapable of leaming to
comprehend what they read, nor should they be
expected to comprehend all of the words they
can decode.

FUNCTIONAL READING INSTRUCTION

In the 1970s and 1980s, a “functional” or
“sight word recognition™ approach to literacy
instruction became popular for students with
autism, in part because of research evidence that
at least some of these individuals could learn
to associate printed words with their referents
(e.g., Hewett, 1964; LaVigna, 1977; Marshall
& Hegrenes, 1972; Ratusnik & Ratusnik, 1974).
Kliewer and Biklen (2001) noted that this ap-
proach also leaves many individuals behind
on the “ladder of literacy” as they are “steered
io...ladders with fewer rungs, which lead to
functional or life skills reading and writing, if
[they are] allowed to engage the printed word
at all. Literacy as a process of critical thmkmg.
interaction, or abstract communication is fiever
considered” (Kliewer & Biklen, 2001, p. 2). In
the context of functional skills instruction, stu-
dents frequently are taught to recoguizc sight
words (e.g., “enter,” “exit,” men,” “wonien,”
“danger”) that are considered essential for them
to be mdcpcndent in community. sctungs . How-
ever, letters and words are rarely considered as




_ﬁablc ‘communication opuons for individuals
-with ‘antism because, although many are able
to leamn at least some sight words quite readily,

they oftén fail to generalize this ability to non--

instructional settings (Browder & Xin, 1998). In
the end, the functional curriculum model—as
with its predecessor, the readiness model—also
serves to prevent many students from acquiring
lumcy skills, and thus reinforces the belief that
they are unable to become readers and writers.

FACILITATED COMMUNICATION

In the 1990s, the introduction of facilitated
communication (FC) in North America as a
potential communication technique for people
who are unable to speak created renewed inter-
est in the literacy learning potential of persons
with autism in particular. FC involves the use of
a letter board or keyboard (e.g., printed alphabet
letters on a piece of cardboard, a small portable
typing device) on which messages are typed on
a letter-by-letter basis. The typist’s forearm,
wrist, and, if necessary, index finger are physi-

cally supported by a “facilitator,” who provides.

emotional, physical, and instructional support
(Biklen, 1990). Gradually, the supports provided
by the facilitator are faded, with the goal of in-
dependent typing.

FC was and still is a very controversial tech-

nique because it is often difficult to determine
whether the typist or the facilitator is actu-
ally doing the typing. The controversy emerged
largely because of the unexpected quantity and
quality of the messages produced by many fa-
cilitated typists who had never received literacy
instruction and were presumed to be unable
to read or write. Numerous books, chapters,
articles, and dissertations have attempted to

‘Facilitated communication was and
still is controversial because itis
often d:ﬁ‘icult to determine whether
the typist or the facilitator is cfomg
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“type, I did not think....
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answer the authorsth qucsuon through various
research approaches (¢.g-; Biklen, 1993; Blklcn
& Cardinal, 1997; Shane, 1994). The vast major-
ity of this research has indicated that facilitated
typists are easily influenced by their facilitators
in typing messages (e.g., Eberlin, McConnachie,
Ibel, & Volpe, 1993; Moore, Donovan, & Hud-
son, 1993; for a complete discussion see Green
& Shane, 1994). However, a few studies have
also found that some typists appear to be able to
compose messages without facilitator influence
(Cardinal, Hanson, & Wakeham, 1996; Sheehan
& Matuozzi, 1996; Weiss, Wagner, & Bauman,
1996). '

Today, there is a growing ‘number of individu-
als in North America and elsewhere who once
relied on facilitation (i.e., physical support of
the hand or arm and emotional support) to type
but are now independent typists (e.g., Blackman,
1999) or even functional speakers (¢.g., Broder-
ick & Kasa-Hendricksdn, 2001). In 1998, Sue
Rubin, a young woman with autism who used
FC for many years before she began to type
independently, wrote that, “Before I began to
What was amazing was
that no one had taught me how to read or spell,
but I was able to do both.... I believe I picked
up this information from the environment and
stored it away. It was only after I started typing
that the information was accessible” (p. 5). For
Sue Rubin and others, FC apparently served as a
bridge to literacy and enabled them either to ac-
cess skills they had already developed but were
unable to demonstrate, or to develop new skills
related to reading, writing, and spelling. The
experiences of these individuals suggest at least
two hypotheses (Crossley, 1993):

1. Some individuals with autism who cannot
speak or write can learn to read and spell.
Speech is not a prerequisite to literacy;
and

2. Literacy may be acquired from print ex-
posure or from formal teaching. :

“- Of -course, neither of these hypothcses is
novel when one cons:dcrs the cxpcncuccs of
many individuals who are unable to spcak or
write because of se\rcrc molor 1mpamncnts such
as cerebral palsy. Many of these individuals also
Jearn to read and write in the absence of formal
instruction or literacy-rich environments.-The




differenée;of course, is ithat Wwe “know” that

many’ people ‘with*severe motor impairments

 haveno cognitive impairmeiits, so we can “miake

sense of” their: self-taught literacy skills as the
products of underéstimated but intact intellects.
What surprises us about literacy development in
virtually all of the ex-FC users who now type
independently is that-literacy seemed impos-
sible for them because they were all considered
to have significant.cognitive impairments. In
1997, Sharisa Kochmeister, who at one time had
ameasured IQ in the range of “profound” mental
retardation, wrote: o e

I speat in excess of 11 years (ages 1 to 13+) with
no way to com'mt'_fnicatc because I was and still am,
almost completely non-verbal.... Although I readily
understand spoken and written language...I couldn’t
speak, or use sign language effectively.... People
fully believed I was “hopelessly retarded™ since 1
couldn’t express myself or respond well. When [
started'to type, I needed my hand held and index fin-
ger supported. Over time, I moved to wrist support,
elbow support, a hand on my should‘cr. and just having
someone's hand “shadowing™ mine.:All these kinds of
“facilitation™ made it easier to overcome my inertia;
but they also caused people to question whether it was
my hand or that of my “facilitator” actually typing. I
finally became an independent typist because of those
doubts that becalrte the ultimate motivator....(p. 10).

Kochmeister's journey up the literacy ladder
Wwas accomplished despite an almost complete
lack of formal literacy instruction because of
assumptions that were made regarding her com-
petence (or, more accurately, the lack thereof).
It would be easy to dismiss her story as unique
if it was not echoed by the experiences of others
who were also facilitated at one time and now
type independently, such as Sue Rubin and I ey
Blackman. Blackman (1999) described how she
acquired the ability to read before she went to
school:

Although I was not able to make my first total
sentence till my teens, and that on a keyboard, the
safe and coherent language of the written word was
with me from an carly age. This started as the other
girls [her sisters] brought home simple reading from
schools. I must have been very young because I think

I could understand some of the words i Jeniiy's [one
of her sisters] very first reader, and she started school
whea I'was two and a half, et}

Apictire of a bl aid the four letters that were below

it came together in a completely synchronized way,

but I know that until T was a Iot older I never connect-
ed those symbols with the huggable plastic sphere [
could hold inmy hands. I never developed the urge to
follow a written or symbolic instruction, and I never
became automatic at speaking a written word. So no

one knew ] g()lﬂdread. At ﬁlals!agc'l_\;rould not have
secn any point in showing that I could. (- 46) -

As noted previously, it is generally assumed
that hyperlexic reading abilities occur onl y in
individuals who are able to decode words and
speak them out loud. However, this anecdote
suggests that, despite her inability to speak,
Blackman met many of the criteria for hyper-
lexia: her reading abilities developed spontane-
ously (i.e., without instruction) at a young age,
exceeded what would have been predicted by
her language scores on standardized tests, and
involved a discrepancy between word recogni-
tion and the “connection of [printed) symbols™
with the objects they represent. One of the more
provocative questions raised by Blackman's an-
ecdote is: How many other individuals with au-
tism who cannot speak are also hyperlexic—or
conventionally literate—and have no way of
demonstrating this ability? Or, somewhat less
controversial: How many people with autism
might be able to learn to read and write, but
are never given the necessary instructional
and other supports to do so (Kliewer & Biklen,
2001)? These questions, borne largely from the
FC experience, have served as the impetus for a
more balanced approach to literacy development
for persons with autism, as discussed in the next
section.

A BALANCED APPROACH TO
LITERACY

Most recently, the instructional pendulum has
swung again, this time toward practices sup-
ported by balanced literacy theories, the use of
a wide range of technologies, and the belief that
students with autism and other developmental
disabilities can, indeed, participate meaningfully
in literacy' leaming expericiices ‘alongside their
typical peers (Kliewer & Biklen, 2001: Koppen-
haver, 2000; Mirenda & Erickson, 2000). Recent



research: regarding literacy learning .in typical
child:cn has ‘challenged the notion that reading
and writing are primarily the result of an accu-
mulation of subskills (Au, 1998; Cunningham,
Hall, & Defee, 1991, 1998; IRA & NAEYC,
1998; Kantor, Miller, & Femnie, 1992; Pressley,
Wharton-McDonald, Allington, Block, & Mor-
row, 1998). Instead, literacy is now viewed as an
interactive process that encompasses the use of
listening, speaking, reading, and writing related
to everyday life (Teale & Sulzby, 1986). These
four components of literacy are believed to
“...interrelate and develop both simultaneously
and interactively” (Ryndak et al., 1999, p. 5).
Thus literacy is not seen as a unitary behavior
that can be defined simply in terms of the num-
ber of words a person can read or spell correctly.

Reading in particular is seen as a complex, inter-

active process that involves attention, memory,
metacognition, motivation, and strategic action.
Reading is not simply decoding, and comprehen-
sion of individual sight words does not by itself
guarantee understanding at the level of sentenc-
es or paragraphs. Text comprehension requires
readers to attend to word meanings and to both
activate and apply-background knowledge and
experiences (i.e., schema) to text information for
understanding (Anderson, 1977; Rumelhart &

Ortony, 1977). However, prior knowledge alone:

is also insufficient. Comprehension also requires
that readers use metacognition (i.e., awareness
of one’s own thinking) and strategies for reading
and learning to understand text (Baker & Brown,
1984). Similarly, motivation plays an important
role in reading comprehension. In short, readers
need both skill-and will to be successful com-
prehenders.- .. 4 -
How is this best accomplished? Recent re-
search concerning the factors related to success-
ful literacy leamning suggests that learners with
and without disabilities may be more similar
than previously thought (Cunningham et al.,

Compreh enswn alsa reqmres that
readers use metacognmon and
strategtes for reac?m 1g and Ieammg
fo understand text. :
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1991,-1998;-Koppenhaver,:Evans,. & Yoder;
1991; Koppenhaver, Pierce, Steelman, & Yoder,
1995). Home environments thata:enchmcom-
munication, that support children to develop
effective and -efficient communication skills,
that provide access to print materials, and that
include models of functional literacy use appear
to facilitate early literacy learning in all children
(Erickson & Koppenhaver, 1995; Koppenhaver
et al., 1995; Marvin & Mirenda, 1993; Ryndak
et al., 1999). The expectations of parents and
teachers are also extremely influential, espe-
cially for students with disabilities (Erickson &
Koppenhaver, 1997; Kliewer & Biklen, 2002;
Koppenhaver et al., 1991; Ryndak et al., 1999).
Given that “language and literacy are simultane-
ously learned and a mutually beneficial process-
es” (Koppenhaver et al., 1995, p. 265), a literacy
learning environment that is rich in meaningful
communication opportunities-is also essential
for students across the ability range.

It is increasingly clear that most—if not
all-—students with autism can benefit from
literacy instruction that incorporates the use of
multiple instructional strategies that are care-
fully matched to the stages or phases of devel-
opment through which all readers pass on their
way from emergent reading to skilled reading.
Ehri and McCormick (1998) noted that informa-
tion about the stages of literacy development
is important, to help teachers “understand and
interpret the word reading behaviors they see
in delayed or disabled readers. Behaviors that
might be regarded as bizarre, atypical reactions
to print are in most cases just behaviors that
typify less mature readers who are at an earlier
phase of development” (p. 136): They described
four ways by which words can be read by skilled
readers: (1) decoding, which involves identify-
ing the sounds of individual letters and then
blending them into pronunciations of words;
(2) analogy, which involves recognizing how
the spelling of an unfamiliar word is similar to
that of a familiar word and then adjusting the
prouunc:at:on according (e.g., madmg “sunny”
by analogy to “funny”); (3) prediction, which in-
volves guessing new words using jnitial letters,
context cues such as pictures, and/or nearby text;
and (4) sight, which involves using memory to
read words that have-been encountered in print

A RO S U e L S ST




276 Tomcs ™ LA.NGUAGE D:sommstcmsm—-Dmmex 2003

(1991,:1994,71995) five phases of word reading
development is esseatial. These phases are de-
scribed briefly in the sections that follow, with
examples rclaped to students with autism.

PREALPHABETIC PHASE

In this first phase, alphabetic knowledge is
not used to read words because students have
very limited knowledge of letters and do not un-
derstand grapheme-phoneme relationships (ie.,
that letters in written words map oato sounds in
spoken language). Thus sight word reading pre-
dominates at this phase, as often experienced by
parents of even young children who are able to
recognize familiar words such as McDonald’s,
Coca-Cola, or STOP. Like typically developing
children, those with autism are often quite adept
at “reading the environment” in this way, espe-
cially when pictures or logos (e.g., the “golden
arches”) accompany the words: Even individu-
als whose speech has not developed often react
affectively to the sight of familiar words and
are able to demonstrate recognition of them
when asked to do so. The importance of sight
word recognition skills should never be under-
estimated or discounted, because they form the
foundation upon which other, more complex
skills can be built. Acknowledgment of the im-
portance of this skill was articulated eloguently
in the following excerpt in which Russell Martin
described his nephew Ian, a kindergarten- -aged
child with autism who was unable to speak:

...[W]hen presented with cards that read goar and
duck, or even car and cat, he could point to the proper
word when requested to do so. His facility with these
skills surpassed the majority of his kindergarten peers,
and by the measure of most every scholastic indica-
tor only one conclusion could be drawn: fan, like an
ordinarily wondrous five-year-old, was on the verge
of reading. ... Apart from the voice his [augmentative
oomumcanon device] gave him, he could still ex-
press almost nothing, but imagine what would come
his way if ever be truly could read!.... If Tan could
mtdt.he.pnntnd ‘wonds and stories ﬂla!mptu!ed his
interest as well as understand what was spokea to him,

ing new words as}thcy progress across Ex_n’s'

i w
Although “the use of plcum or picture sym
bols to teach sight word recognition is often.
helpful during ‘this stage, it is important to
note that simply pairing pictures and words is
unlikely to be sufficient, since familiar pictures
appear to block-leamers’ attention to unknown
print stimuli (Singh & Solman, 1990; Solman &
Singh, 1992). However, in a recent study, Fos-
sett (2003) compared paired associate instruc-
tion, in which pictures and words were presented
simultancously, with picture-word matching
instruction, in which learners were engaged in
activities that required active manipulation of
words associated with pictures. For two out of
three participants with developmental disabili-
ties and a history of reading failure, the picture-
word matching condition resulted in sight word
learning whereas the paired associate condition
did not; the third participant failed to acquire
sight words in either condition.-Thus it appears
that initial sight word instruction should include
activities that require picture-word matching or
some other technique (e.g., picture fading) (Dor-
y& anman 1975; Tabe & Jackson, 1989) that
has been shown to be successful in overcoming
the blocking effect.

In addition, instruction at the prealphabetic
stage should focus on teaching students to be-
come alphabetic readers by acquiring both letter
knowledge and phonemic awareness through
games and other contextual instructional ac-
tivities that support, scaffold, and guide the
discovery of letter-sound relationships (Ball
& Blachman, 1991; Cunningham & Allington,
1999; Griffith & Olson, 1992). Students with
autism who are unable to speak
such activities through the use of software pro-
grams such as All My Words (Crick Software,
Ltd.) and the Teach Me Phonemics series (Soft-
Touch). Computers that provide speech output
may also be useful to support the development
of phonemic awarcness (Heimann, Nelson,
Tjus, & Gillberg, 1995; Schlosser, Blischak,
Belfiore, Bartley, & Barmett, 1998). Software
applications ‘such as Picture [l, PuWnter and
PixReader (Slalcr Soflwam Inc) and Wmmg
with Symbols 2000 (Maycr]ohusonCo ) can be

can vugabe ifi
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. e smdcntsmllbceqmppedtomovetolhc
.pamal alphabcuc phase of reading,:

PARTIAL ALPHABETIC PHASE

In this phase, decoding skills and skills for
reading by analogy are beginning to develop
but are still weak. Mason (1980) referred to this
as a “visual recognition™ stage because students
begin to detect letters in words and can begin
to guess the meanings of unfamiliar words from
their contexts. For example, a student may look
at a picture of a birthday party with a word be-
ginning with a ¢ printed below it, and may be
able to guess that the word is cake. Readers at
this phase typically know the sounds and names
of “easy” consonants (e.g., d, f, p, m) but not
of graphemes (e.g., sh, ch, th) or letters whose
names are not directly related to their sounds
(e.g- h, w, y). However, it is important to note
that students with autism—particularly those
whose understanding of language surpasses
their ability to speak—may have difficulty
demonstrating their knowledge of phonics in
conventional ways. Temple Grandin, who has
written extensively about her experiences as a
child with autism, recalled an episode that oc-
curred for her at age 5: S

After drilling us on the different sounds of letters,
Mrs. Clark [her teacher] gave each of us workbooks
with pictures. On one page there was a box, a suitcase,
a'bird bath, a chair, a telephone, and a bicycle. Mrs.
Clark said, “Mark the pictures that begin with ‘b"." I
marked the suitcase because I thought it was a box.
I skipped the picture of the bird and bird bath. They
were in the middle of a garden and I thought ‘g’ was
the key sound for them. But I couldn't speak well
enough to explain to Mrs. Clark why I had or had
not marked certain pictures. I understood the con-
cept of the ‘b’ sound, and I had a logical reason for
. every mark I made. Frustration raged within me and
I wanted to hit or kick to release the feeling.... Even
if I could have explained my thinking to Mrs. Clark,
she couldn't have accepted my logic—my reason-
ing-didn’t fit into the black or white, right or wrong
method of teaching. (Grandin & Scariano, 1986, pp.
29-30) - .t : . A
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In contrast to Grandin’s experience, Ehri and
McCormxck (1993) notcd ‘the : lmportancc of .
engaging pamal nlphabcuc readc.rs in motivat- .
ing phonics activities that incorporate games

and manipulatives (e.g., magnetic letters), and

warned that it is “unrealistic” to expect students
in this phase to demonstrate mastery of phonics,
because their knowledge of grapheme-phoneme
relations is still insufficient. They also stressed
the importance of writing activities that allow
and even encourage invented spellings (e.g., pza
for pizza, fon for phone), using computers, Mag-
ic Slates, chalkboards, and other media. Teach-
ers can then interact constructively with students
about their invented spellings to encourage more
conventional forms. Students whose handwrit-
ing is insufficient for writing can benefit from
the use of computer software programs such
as Clicker 4 (Crick Software, Ltd.) and Write:
OutLoud (Don Johnston, Inc.), a simple word
processing program that reads words aloud as
students write. Inexpensive, pgriable keyboards
such as the AlphaSmart 3000 (Don Johnston,
Inc.) are also important for these students to
prevent them from being “turned off™ to writing
simply because of difficulty with its execution.
Phonics activities for students without speech

can also be supported with a variety of contex-
tually-relevant instructional techniques (Casey,
20003, b; Detheridge & Dethridge, 1997; Mus-
selwhite & King-DeBaun, 1997). Other goals
during this phase include helping students build
their sight word skills and prediction strategies
to read very basic connected text (e.g., level 14
Reading Recovery Books, texts that correspond
closely to pictures on each page, texts with few
words or short phrases and sentences on cach

page).

FULLALPHABETIC PHASE

By this phase, readers have acquired the
“foundation for attaining mature reading skill
in an alphabetic writing system” (Ehri & Mc-
Cormick, 1998, p. 143). Although they: may
execute decoding’ operations quite slowly:and
laboriously, these students have a working
knowledge of the major grapheme-phoneme

~ correspo ndcnﬁ:t’ié and begin to read .unfa"miliéi_‘



words by analogy “Read.md, mad.md,mad"-. .

should be the slogdn of studeats in ‘the full alpha-
betic phase, because it is only thro_ugh sufficient
reading that they will eventually become fiuent
decoders. Fortunately for those who support stu-
dents with autism, repeated reading of familiar
books is not only acceptable in this regard—it is
actually encouraged to build fluency, as long as
students do not rely on memory alone to read but
also pay sufficient attention to the text. Activities
that incorporate thymes (bat, fat, cat, hat) and
other strategies to build analogy skills are also
important. Of course, decoding and reading by
analogy should always be practiced in ways that
build comprehension simultaneously; this is es-
pecially important for students with autism who
can easily become “decoding junkies” in the
absence of understanding. Clara Claiborne Park,
the mother of “Elly” and author of The Siege
(1967), described her concern about this issue
when Elly was about 6 years old:

When it became clear that there was no upper limit oa
the number of word-cards I could teach Elly to recog-
nize, I stopped adding new ones. Elly could not yet
understand the story of the Three Bears when I read it
to her; how could she read it herself? I did not want to
see her “reading” degenerate into rote recognition; it
was important that her words not outrun her compre-
‘bension.... So instead of increasing her recognition
vocabulary, I started putting the words she already
knew together in short sequences, pictures above
word to make sure the symbols kept their meaning.
“Elly...hurt finger red blood cry.” I could put her
through the sequence, but slowly, slowly...(p. 222)

Ehri and McCormick (1998) suggested that
the texts most appropriate for students in this
phase are those that they can read with accuracy
levels above 95% and with comprehension lev-
els at or above 75%. When word accuracy drops
below 95%, most students find the reading task
quite frustrating. This may require that stories
and other material whose content is appropriate
for older children be re-written in simplified
form so that older, beginning readers can man-
age the text successfully. Prediction, reading by
analogy, sight.word recognition, and decoding
should all be encouraged through the provision
of balanced literacy activities that combine read-
ing, writing, and listening in relevant contexts
(c.g., Cunningham, Hall, & Sigmon, 1999).

'suppoﬂs are hkcly to b(‘. cntu:al at this stage

for students who are. unablc to, Speak (Fossett,
Smith, & Mirenda,~2003; Mirenda & Erickson,
2000).

L

CONSOLIDATED ALPHABETIC PHASE

This phase has also been rcfcrrcd to as rhe
“orthographic phase,”. because the emphasis is
on teaching students to learn, recognize, and
uise common “‘chunks” of letters that recur in
different words. These include prefixes (in-, on-,
sub-), suffixes (-ed, -ing, -er), and other common
spelling patterns (-at, -it, -ness, -tion). Students
also begin to learn more complex decoding skills
that involve “rules” about the influence of graph-
emes on one another in words (e.g., “i before e
except after c,” as in believe vs. receive; “e at
the end makes a vowel long,” as in fine vs. fin).
Some students—especially those with autism
who excel at decoding—are able to acquire
these skills automatically, although most benefit
from explicit instruction as well. In addition,
students’ sight word vocabularies and skills for
reading by analogy increase as they continue to
read increasingly complex texts.

As noted previously, many students with
autism experience fine motor difficulties that
affect writing, and even those who manage to
hand-write in earlier phases of literacy develop-
ment may experience increasing frustration as
writing demands increase in the later phases.
In addition, producing accurate spelling can
be quite challenging for many students—even
those who can rcad fluenily and with reason-
able comprehension—as spelling “exceptions”
become increasingly common in text. Writing
and spelling can be just as much a concern for
students with Asperger syndrome as for those
with autism, as noted by Hans Asperger (1944)
himself in his original description of children
with the syndrome that now bears his name.

FritzV

In his tense fist the pencil could not run smoothly. A
whole page would suddealy become covered with
big swirls, the exercise book would be drilled full



ofbolm.lfnottomup Inﬁscendntwaspcssibletn
teach him 5 write ‘only by making him trace letters
and words whxchwcmwnﬂcnmmdpcncﬂ . How-
ever, his handwriting has so far been atrocious.... He
was able 1o spell correctly when forced to el
However, he made the silliest mistakes when left to
his own devices. (Asperger, 1944, p. 49)

Harfo L

His handwriting...was very poor. He carried on writ-

© ing carelessly and messily, crossing out words, lines

going up and down, the slant changing.... As long as
his attention was focused on a word, he knew how to
spell it. (Asperger, 1944, p. 55)

Ernst K

His most blatant failure was in writing.... The pen
did not obey him, it stuck and spluttered....he crossed
out, and his letters varied in size. However, this
was not the worst aspect of his writing. Even when
copying—where he drew letter by letter with pain-
ful effort—he would make many spelling mistakes.
(Asperger, 1944, p. 63)

Imagine how these descriptions might have
changed if Fritz, Harro, and Emst had had access
to twenty-first century technologies such as Co:
Writer 4000, a software program (Don Johnston,
Inc.) that provides both writing and spelling as-
sistance and can be customized as. students’
needs change over time! Such supports, when
combined with “talking word processors” such
as Write:OutLoud, are equally applicable to stu-
dents who are unable to speak but who acquire
more advanced literacy skills.

AUTOMATIC PHASE

The final phase of literacy development is the
phase of proficient reading, spelling, and writing
abilities. Automatic readers have a flexible set
of both decoding and text comprehension strate-
gies that can be employed when they encounter
foreign words, so that a high degree of accuracy
and undcrstandmg is maintained. Such readers
typically €njoy reading and are quite willing to
tackle unfamiliar texts on topics of interest..In
fact, many students with autism in this phase
read voraciously in areas of special interest, as
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ﬂ]qstratodmth:s ancodote aboutaSwedxsh boy,

[H]c_quictly'lcemt lhe lct:as oflhc alphabet and ac-
quired some reading skills to the extent that he could
amass new knowledge out of encyclopedias concern-
ing frogs. Asked to read other texts, he refused.... He
demands to go to the library every day to take down
all the books with information about frogs from the
shelves. (Gillberg, 1991, p. 133)

For this unnamed boy and for many of his
peers—as for most people without autism—Iit-
eracy is a key to the acquisition of new knowl-
edge. For others, such as Sue Rubin and Sharisa
Kochmeister whose experiences were described
previously, the ability to read and write fluently
provides a means to communicate. Rajarshi
“Tito” Mukhopadhyay, an adolescent with au-
tism from the Indian subcontinent whose prima-
ry mode of communication for many years has
been independent writing and typing, described
the day he was first able to Write, in a poem en-
titled “My Memory”:

I had to finally write my words and language. Mother
had placed my communication board next to a page.
She asked me to write the spelling of “cat.”

[ pointed at the letter ¢ and I copied it.
Next I pointed at the letter a and I copied it.
Then I pointed at the letter t and I copied it.

That was the beginning and that was my passbon to
make people believe that my words are no one’s but
my own.... After that my mother was believed.

And after that [ was believed.

Not only by my father and uncles at home, but
by doctors and psychologists who love to pro-
vide that you are wrong and they are right (http:
llwww.curcaulismnoW.oi'gltitofmcmorics{my_
memory.pdf, p. 22).

Finally, it is also interesting to note that, at
least in some individuals with autism, advanced
literacy skills and AAC appear to support the
subsequent development of speech. For ex-
ample, Jamie Burke is a teenager whose speech
dcchOped around the age of 12 after he typod
for several years via facxhtatcd communication.
Now able to type mdcpcndcnﬂy most of the time
using a portable keyboard called a Lightwriter



(Toby Ghu:chlll. Ltd.), Jamie dwmbed his pﬂ-

ccpuons’ofﬁwrelauonmprctwecnhjshtdicy'

skills and the emergence of his ability to talk:

My Lightwriter is a wonderful tool to help my brain
figure out the connection between words sounding and
meaning.... It’s secing and hearing together...- Expo-
sure to the printed word is like water to the desert.
Only books could lead the way to gain understanding
how to say words. (Broderick & Kasa-Hendrickson,
2001, pp. 21—22)

Clearly, whether for the purpose of knowl-
edge acquisition, communication, or speech
development, the attainment of sophisticated
literacy development is an important and wor-
thy goal for individuals with autism both with
and without speech.

CONCLUSION
So, whatabout Stanley, the child who was
introduced at the beginning of this article? What

basic advice should be provided to Stanley’s
teachers, parents, and others who are interested

REFERENCES

i in suppomng hlm to devclop in,every poss:blc
“way? First; of course, they ‘should be encour-

aged not to discount his interest in books about
trucks—instead, his interest-should be chan-
neled into activities that enable him to read,
write, draw, and communicate about trucks, at
least until his interest in this topic ‘wanes and
then shifts to another! Second, they should be
reassured that teaching literacy to students such
as Stanley who cannot speak is not a futile ef-
fort—it is an effort, however, that requires the
use of specmhzed assessment and instructional
techniques as well as technologies that support
all aspects of literacy development. Third, they
should be supported to be patient but persistent
in assessing Stanley’s current phase of literacy
development and supporting him to both de-
velop the skills that are typical of that phase as
well as those that will allow him to advance to
the next, and the next, and the next. And, finally,
they should be reminded that supporting Stanley
to learn to read, write, and spell is, indeed, a wor-
thy endeavor—an endeavor that, at a minimum,
will open up for him potentially new avenues for
learning and that may lead to even more.

Anderson, R. C. (1977). The notion of schemata and the
education enterprise. In R. C. Anderson, F. J. Spiro, &
W. E. Montague (Eds.), Schooling and the acquisition of
knowledge (pp. 415-431). Hillsdale, NJ: Edbaum.

Asperger, H. (1944). ‘Autistic psychopathy’ in childhood
[translated by U. Frith]. In U. Frith (Ed.) (1991), Autism
and Asperger syndrome (pp. 37-92). Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Au, K. H. (1998). Constructivist approaches, phonics, and
the literacy leaming of students of diverse backgrounds.
National Reading Conference Yearbook, 47, 1-21.

Baker, L., & Brown, A. L. (1984). Metacognitive skills
and reading. In P. B. Pearson, R. Bamr, M. L. Kamil, &
P. Mosenthal (Eds.), Handbook of reading research (pp.
353-394). White Plains, NY: Longman.

Ball, E., & Blachman, B. (1991). Does phoneme aware-
ness training in kindergarten make a difference in eardy
word recognition and developmental spelling? Reading
Research Quarterly, 26, 49-66. :

Biklen, D. (1990). Communication unbound: Antism and
. peaxis. Harvard Educational Review, 60, 291-314.
Biucn. D. (1993) Chmnmﬁm unbound. New Ya:l:

‘l&d::r’s (Zhlhgci’ms:. %
Bilim.D &Cldinl!.D (1997). Contested words, con-

tested science: Unraveling the facilitated communication
controversy. New York: Teacher's College Press.

Blackman, L. (1999). Lucy’s story: Autism & other adven-
tures. Brisbane, Australia: Book in Hand.

Broderick, A., & Kasa-Headrickson, C. (2001). “SAY JUST
ONE WORD AT FIRST™: The emergence of reliable
speech in a student labeled with autism. Journal of the As-
sociation for Persons with Severe Handicaps, 26, 13-24.

Bmwdc.r D. M & Xin, Y. P. (1998) A meta- ana])rsis and

teaching functional rudlrw to mdwlduajs wnth moderate
and severe disabilities. Journal of Special Education, 32,
130-154.

Cardinal, D, Hanson, D., & Wakcham._, J. (1996). [nvestiga-
tion of authorship in facilitated communication. Mental
Retardation, 34(4), 231-342.

Cascy, J. (2000a). Creating the early literacy classroom.
Volo, IL: Don Johnston, Inc.

Cascy, J. (2000b). Early literacy: The empowerment of tech-
nology. Volo, IL: Doa Johnston, Inc.

Cobrinik, L. (1974). Unusual reading ability in scvercly
disturbed children. Journal of Autism and Childhood

Schupﬁ:uua.l 163-175.
Coaners, F. (1992). Reading instroction foc students with




- moderate mental retardation: Review and analysis of
rescarch. American Journal on Harm! Remm'auon, 96,
- 5TT-597.

' Cmssley R.(l993).btaacymdfacﬂmmdmmmcaum

training. Facilitated Communication Digest, 1(2), 12-13.

Clmmngha.m, P. M. (1992). What kind of phoaics instruc-
uonmﬂwehave?hc._!(._l{m&p J. Leu (Eds.),
Literacy research, theory, and practice: Views from many
perspectives (pp. 17-31). Chicago: National Reading
Conference.

Cunningham, P. M., & Allington, R. (1999). Classrooms that
work: They can all read and write. New York: Longman.

Cunningham, P. M., Hall, D. P, & Defee, M. (1991). Non-
ability-grouped, multilevel instruction: A year in a first-
grade classroom. The Reading Teacher, 44, 566-571. ©

Cunningham, P. M., Hall, D. P., & Defee, M. (1998). Non-
ability-grouped, multilevel instruction: Eight years later.
The Reading Teacher, 51, 652-665.

Cunningham, P, Hall, D., & Sigmon, C. (1999). The
teacher’s guide to the four blocks. Volo, IL; Don John-
ston, Inc. )

Detheridge, T., & Detheridge, M. (1997). Literacy through
symbols. Volo, IL: Don Johnston, Inc.

Dorry, G. W., & Zeaman, D. (1975). Teaching a simple
reading vocabulary to retarded children: Effectiveness
of fading and nonfading procedures. American Journal of
Mental Deficiency, 79, T11-716.

Eberlin, M., McConnachie, G., Ibel, S., & Volpe, L. (1993).
Facilitated communication: A faill.llre to replicate the
phenomenon. Journal of Autism and Developmental Dis-
orders, 23, 507-530.

Ehri, L. (1991). Development of the ability to read and spell
words. In R, Barr, M. Kamil, P. Mosenthal, & P. Pear-
son (Eds.), Handbook of reading research (Vol. I, pp.
383-417). New York: Longman.

Ehri, L. (1994). Development of the ability to read words:
Update. In R. Ruddell, M. Ruddell, & H. Singer (Eds.),
Theoretical models and processes of reading, 4th ed.
(pp- 323-358). Newark, DE: International Reading As-
sociation.

Ehr, L. (1995). Phases of development in leaming to read
words by sight. Journal of Research in Reading, 18,
116-125.

Ehr, L., & McCormick, S. (1998). Phascs of word leaming:
Implications for instruction with delayed and disabled
readers. Reading & Writing Quarterly, 14, 135-63.

Erickson, K.A_, & Koppenhaver, D.A. (1995). Developing a
literacy program for children with severe disabilities. The
Reading Teacher, 48, 676684,

Erickson, K., & Koppenhaver, D. (1997). Integrated commu-
nication and licracy instruction for a child with mulitipie
disabilities. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental
Disabilities, 12, 142-151.

) Fossctt, B. (2003). Sight word reading in children with

developmental disabilities using Picture Communication
Symbols. Unpublished Master's thesis, University of Brit-
ish Columbia.

Fossett, B., Smith, V., & Mircnda, P. (2003). Facilitating
oral language and literacy development during general

‘Autism and Literacy 281

education activities: IaD. Ryndak & . Alper (Eds.), Cur-
riculum and i Jor students with significant dis-
) cbdma mems(pp 173—205) Boston.AIlyn

Gillberg, C: (199!) Clmca.l and ncumlnolog]ﬂl lspccts '

ofAspugasyndrmnems:xfamﬂysmdms.an Frith

(Ed.), Autism and Asperger syndrome (pp. l?.2—l46) .

Cambridge: Cambndg University Press.

Green, G., & Shane, H. (1994). Science, reason, and fa-
cilitated communication. Journal of the Association for
Persons with Severe Handicaps, 19(3), 151-172.

Grandin, T., & Scariano, M. (1936). Emergence: Labeled
autistic. Novato, CA: Arena Press.

Griffith, P. & Olson, M. (1992). Phonemic awareness helps
beginning readers break the code. The Reading Teacher,
45, 516-523.

Heimann, M., Nelson, K. E,, Tjus, T., & Gillberg, C. (1995).
Increasing reading and communication skills in children
with autism through aa interactive multimedia computer
program. Journal of Awtism and Developmental Disor-
ders, 25(5), 459—480. _ _

Hewett, F. (1964). Teaching reading to an autistic boy
through operant conditioning. Reading Teacher, 17,
613-618.

IRA & NAEYC (1998). Leamning to read and write: Devel-
opmentally appropriate practices for young children. The
Reading Teacher, 52, 193-216.

Kantor, R., Miller, §. M., & Femie, D. E. (1992). Diverse
paths to literacy in a preschool classroom: A sociocultural
perspective. Reading Research Quarterfy, 27, 184-201.

Kliewer, C., & Biklen, D. (2001). “School’s not really a
place for reading™ A research synthesis of the literacy
lives of students with severe disabilities. Journal of the

Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps, 26,

1-12.

Kochmeister, S. (1997). Exccrplx from Shattering Walls.
Facilitated Communication Digest, 5(3), 10-12.

Koppenhaver, D. A. (2000). Literacy in AAC: What should
be written on the envelope we- push? Augmentative and
Alternative Communication, 16, 270-279.

Koppenhaver, D. A, Evans, D. A., & Yoder, D. E. (1991).
Childhood reading and writing experiences of literate
adults with severe speech and motor impairments. Aug-
mmmrwe and Alternative Communication, 7, 20-33.

Koppenhaver, D. A, Pierce, P. L., Steelman, J. D., & Yoder,
D. E. (1995). Contexts of early literacy intervention for
children with developmental disabilities. In M. Fey, J.
Windsor, & S. Warren (Eds.), Language intervention:
Preschool through the elementary years (pp. 241-276).
Baltimore: Paul H. Brookes.

LaVigna, G. (1977). Communication training in mute autis-
tic adolescents using the written word. Journal of Autism
& Childhood Schizophrenia, 17, 115-132.

Marshall, N., & Hegrenes, J. (1972). The use of written
language as 2 communication system for an autistic child.
Journal of Speech and Hearing Disorders, 2, 258-261.

Martin, R. (1994). Out of silence: An autistic bay's journey
into language and communication. New York: Penguin
Books. i

AR



Mmm,C..&Nﬁmnda.l!(lM).Hmhwncyexm

- education programs. Joumal’ ofE:llfy Intervention, 17,
351-367.

Mason, J. (1980). When do children lca.m to read?: An
exploration of four-year-old children’s letter and word
reading competencies. Reading Rammh Quarterly, 15,
202-2217.

Mirenda, P., & Erickson, K - (2030) Aug;mcnlauvc com-
munication and literacy. In A. Wetherby & B. Prizant
(Eds.), Autism spectrum disorders: A transactional de-
velopmental perspective (pp. 333-367). Baltimore: Paul
H. Brookes. '

Moore, S.,-Donovan, B., & Hudson, A. (1993). Facilita-
tor-suggested conversational evaluation of facilitated
communication. Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders, 23, 541=551.

Mukhopadhyay, T. My memory. Retrieved from http:
Iwww.cureautismnow.org/tito/memories/mymemory.pdf
on August 20, 2003.

Musselwhite, C., & King-DeBaun, P. (1997). Emergent lit-
eracy success. Volo, IL: Don Johnston, Inc.

Park, C. C. (1967). The siege: The first eight years of an
autistic child Boston: Little, Brown. .

Pressley, M., Wharton-McDonald, R., Allington, R., Block,
C.C., & Morrow, L. (1998). The nawre of effective first
grade literacy instruction. The National Research Center
on English Learning and Achievement, Report Series
11007. Albany, NY: State University of New York at
Albany, Faculty of Education.

Ratusnik, C., & Ratusnik, D. (1974). A comprchensive
communication approach for a ten-year-old nonverbal
autistic child. Amem:arl Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 43,
396-403.

Rubin, S. (1998). Castigating assumptions about mental
retardation and low functioning autism. Facilitated Com-
munication Digest, 7(1), 2-5.

anclhatt.D_E..&.Oﬁony A..(1977). The represcntation
ofknowlcdgcmmy In R. C. Anderson, R. J. Spiro,
& W, B.Monmgnc (Eds ), Schooling and the acquisition
o}'bmwkdgc (pp. 99-135). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Ed-
‘baum Associates.

Ryndak, D. L., Morrison, A. P, &Sommrstmn,L(lM)
Literacy prior to and after inclusion in general education
settings: A case study. Jowrnal of the Association for Per-
sons with Severe Handicaps, 24, 5-22.

Schlosser, R., Blischak, D., Belfiore, P., Bartley, C., & Bar-
nett, N. (1998). The effectiveaess of synthetic speech out-
put and orthographic feedback in a student with autism: A
preliminary study. Journal of Autism and Developmental
-Disorders, 28, 309-319.

Shane, H. (1994). Facilitated communication: The clinical
- and social phenomenon. San Diego, CA: Singular Press.
Sbechan, C., & Matuozz, R. (1996). Validation of facilitated

communication. Mental Retardation, 34, 94-107.

Silberberg, N. E., & Silberberg, M. C. (1967). Hyperlexia:
Specific word recognitioa skills in young children. Excep-
tional Children, 34, 41-42.

Singh, N. N., & Solman, R. T. (1990). A stimulus control
analysis of the picture-word problem in children who are
mentally retarded: The blocking effect. Journal of Applied
Behavior Analysis, 23, 525-532.

Solman, R. T., & Singh, N. N. (1992). Pictures block the
leamming of sight words. Educational Psychology, 12,
143-154.

Tabe, N., & Jackson, M. (1989). Teaching sight vocabulary
to children with developmental disabilities. Australia and
New Zealand Journal of Developmental Disabilities, 15,
27-39.

Teale, W. H., & Sulzby, E. (1986). Emergent literacy: Writ-
ing and reading. Norwood, NJ: Ablex Publishing.

Weiss, M., Wagner, S., & Bauman, M. (1996). A case of
validated facilitated communication. Mental Retardation,
34, 220-230.

COMPUTER SOFTWARE AND HARDWARE RESOURCES

All My Words [Computer software]. Seattle, WA: Crick
Software, Ltd. (http://www.cricksoft.com/uk/).

AlphaSmart® 3000, Don Johaston, Inc. (http://
www.donjohnston.com/).
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